



We Need to Talk About Dying

Dr Wendy Cousins, Course Director for the multidisciplinary MSc in Palliative Care at Ulster University writes with George Kernohan, Professor of Health Research, to describe how palliative care can help dispel our fears of death through effective control of pain and other symptoms.  Don’t be afraid…  


It’s often said that in this world nothing is certain except death and taxes, yet while taxation is a familiar topic for public debate there is still a reluctance to talk about death.  A recent survey of almost 1,000 UK adults carried out by the Academy of Medical Science found that almost a third of people polled refused to answer any questions about the end of life. The survey also found that the biggest worry for members of the public about being with someone as they died is that their loved one would be in would be in pain, with 62% of people identifying this as their deepest concern, more than half of people were most concerned the person dying may be frightened, and 40% were worried that the person dying might be distressed.  

Palliative care can address these issues. This edition of The View is concerned with bringing palliative care to a wider audience.  The word ''Palliative” originates from the Latin “pallium, to cover or cloak.  When patients receive palliative care, they are cloaked with care and comfort as they receive effective pain control and symptom management.  All their issues, whether physical, psychological, social or spiritual are to be “cloaked”. Palliative care can improve the quality of life for those at any age and at any stage of serious illness, not just at end of life. Yet evidence suggests that patients are often not informed about this type of care. Even those professionally qualified to care for the dying share the public’s reticence to discuss end of life issues.  There is a certain fear as illness advances and we near Death 

A report from the Royal College of Physicians found that doctors found it difficult to talk to patients with terminal illnesses about dying with some believing that this could be perceived as a failure on their part and that modern medicine was expected to cure all illnesses. A series of research studies carried out at Ulster University Institute of Nursing and Health Research found that allied health professionals, social workers and family carers also reported that communication barriers made discussing the introduction of palliative care with patients with progressive conditions difficult. A major barrier was the wish not to cause distress as palliative care was perceived as synonymous with death and dying. This hesitancy can lead to a lack of referral to palliative care services for people who need them. Good communication about end-of-life care is crucial for ensuring a good quality-of-life at the end of life and a good quality of death.

The very rational fear of death and dying has been explained by Terror Management Theory which says there is a self-preservation instinct at odds with the inevitability of death. This tension is associated with death anxiety and can lead to people avoiding anything to do with palliative care for fear of its association with death.

The theory comes from American Ernest Becker's 1973 Pulitzer Prize-winning book The Denial of Death, in which he argued that we spend most of our efforts in life avoiding the inevitability of death.
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